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Editorial Statement
Exploration of Danish immigrants' experiences reveals
that most came to improve their economic status, though
some, no doubt, were also driven by a spirit for adventure.
Many of them transplanted old country institutions that
had been meaningful in their lives - mostly churches.
Among these were followers of Bishop N.F.S. Grundtvig
who, in addition to being a Lutheran churchman, poet,
statesman, and educator is considered to be the founder of
the Danish Folkhighschool. His followers established
Grand View College and Seminary in Des Moines, Iowa
attempting at the same time to follow some of the
Folkschool philosophy.
Dr. Dennis Bielfeldt's article outlines the difficulties and
obstacles encountered in attempting to adapt some of the
folkhighschool philosophy in an American small college
setting. It might be supposed that Grand View College
would have had an advantage because of its Danish heritage. However, Bielfeldt's· outline argues that there has
been little effort to try the adaptation, and he observes that
the character of college students today reflect a society in
which the Grundtvigian vision would not have a chance.
Abol~ne Larsen's article about her work among the
Cherokee provides the story of an immigrant who came
with a blend of interest in adventure and a desire "to serve
God." Abolene Larsen tells of a young lady who came to
the U.S. partly driven by a spirit of adventure, but largely
-4-

from a desire "to serve God." She tells us of her life among
the Cherokee at the Oaks Mission from 1913 to 1919.
Nels Christian Nelson was certainly one of the immigrants who came to improve his economic status. But, in
the end, he had made a life .at least partially driven by the
spirit of adventure. His determined rise from abject poverty to his status as one of the pioneers in early U.S. archaeology is an interesting and appealing story. It is the ideal
story of immigrant success ~ unlikely beginnings, work
hard, study hard, succeed, become reknowned.
The story of the building of the Immanuel Lutheran
Church in Kimballton, Iowa provides us a story of those
Grundtvigians who aspired to establish a church reflecting
their contacts with Denmark. Here we meet the individuals involved, the decisions related to construction, and the
involvement of the community members. It tells us of the
outreach of the church and allied Danish organizations tQ
the community of immigrants and their descendants.
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Impediments to the Cultivation of
the Folk School Spirit in a North
American Context: The Case of
Grand View College
by DENNIS BIELFELDT
In the 1995-96 academic year Grand View College will
celebrate its first hundred years of life. In anticipation of
this milestone, suggestions have been made to designate
1994-95 the "Year of Grundtvig," and to formally observe
with the entire Grand View community the influence of
the great Dane upon the college and its educational philosophy. What, after all, could be more fitting for a college
whose most recent Academic Mission Statement proudly
declares its founding "by Danish immigrants who sought
to give the educational vision and ideals of N.F.S.
Grundtvig an institutional presence?" 1 What other comparably-sized American college supports a Scandinavian
Studies Department, a functioning Grundtvig Studies
Committee, Danish books in the college bookstore, and a
well-stocked Danish and Grundtvig archives in the
library? What other small American college has, over the
years, hosted a series of Grundtvig Studies Conferences?2
On the surface of it, there are a great many signs suggesting that the Danish-Grundtvigian tradition continues
to permeate the life of the institution. College publications
frequently encourage alumni to remember the folk-danc-9-

ing, the gymnastics, the nightly singing and devotions,
and the common lectures which were part of their Grand
View experience. This past year friends of the college were
asked to consider a donation for remodeling"Old Main"
(the college's first building constructed in 1895) to include
a ·1arge common room similar to the one where students,
faculty, and staff once gathered around the piano for conversation and sol)g. Each Spring concurrent Elderhostel
sessions featuring Danish topics draw good crowds. 3 In
1993 an attempt was even made to revive Danish folk
dancing for the Advent Julefest.
More significantly, institutional policy and marketing
explicitly declare the continuing import of Grundtvig's
educational philosophy at Grand View. The college, which
has long advertised itself as "Des Moines' College of
Opportunity," has deliberately linked the "opportunity" it
provides marginal students to its Grundtvigian heritage,
proclaiming in the Academic Mission Statement a commitment "to Grundtvig's belief that each person has innate
qualities and abilities which, when developed, can lead to
a rewarding and productive life."' The open admission
policy of Grand View selfconsciously recalls the folk
school tradition.' The College Mission Statement even concludes with a characteristic Grundtvigian phrase:
"Building on its founding heritage, Grand View is a school
for life. 116 On the basis of such evidence, it is easy to conclude that the Danish tradition and the spirit of the
Gn&ndtvigian-inspired folk high school persist at Grand
View,-that they continue to inform the life, purpose, and
mission; of the college.
Unfortunately, such a conclusion would be premature,
for despite the best efforts of many, the Grundtvigian spirit and educational philosophy scarcely survive at Grand
View. In this paper I will document the absence of this
-10-

spirit, and identify significant features of the contemporary American educational context antithetical to its formation.
This paper consists of four more brief sections. Part II
explores the characteristics of the Grundtvigian folk
school; part III provides a short history of Grand View,
and discloses the many folk school features that once existed at the college; part N describes the general situation at
Grand View today, pointing to the absence of most of those
folk school characteristics; and part V suggests that these
characteristics can no longer obtain because of social, cultural, and economic factors endemic to contemporary
American society. A short conclusion follows.
II
As Knud Bugge has pointed out, the general content of
Grundtvig's educational ideas can be grouped under four
headings: (1) Youth is the optimal time for education - - not
childhood; (2) Education happens best through oral teaching, through the "spirited" lecture; (3) Danish youth should
receive education in the Danish-Norse tradition, for it is
this tradition and language that allow the heart to be
touched; (4) Such an education, while connected with
Christian life, stresses that faith remain an "unspoken
dimension. "7 That which underlies these four points is,
according to Bugge, the notion of a levende vekselvirkning
(living interaction).
The vekselvirkning characterizes the relationship
between the "life" of youth whose emotions are naturally
aroused, and the "light" of the teachers with experience
and reflection. 8 Because such a creative interaction must be
genuinely dialectical, its optimal form is the living word of
oral transmission, the word which can strike at the existential center of the other. 9 Because language is not a mere
instrument whose external signs are arbitrarily connected
-11-

to objects or meanings, 10 but a living vekselvirkning connected to the existential center of the individual, instruction must proceed in that language and tradition which
has historically molded that center: the Danish-Norse tradition.11 Finally, while education comprising a Skoien for
Livet must be thoroughly a "school for this life" dedicated
to Menneskelivets Forklaring ("the clarification of the
meaning of human life"),12 it must at the same time point to
the possibility of ultimate meaning and purpose. 13 In summary, for Grundtvig, true education is a living process in
which the horizons of both teachers and students are continually and reciprocally challenged in the mutual interaction of the oral "living word," an interaction occurring in
the particular language which has formed, and still comprises, the historical-linguistic existentiality of each. Such
an interaction, concerned with the unconcealing of existential meaning, points by its nature to the possibility of
ultimate meaning.
The Grundtvigian folk school attempted to put these
ideas into operation.1' Because students were deemed to
have lives in as full of measure as teachers, students were
not examined by teachers. There were no academic admission requirements, and students attending did so volun. tarily. According to Grundtvig, natural curiosity and the
desire to learn are the only things that motivate the true
learning that has freedom as its precondition. 15 The folk
high school was a place where a "historical-poetic" educa-·
tion could occur through "conversation, story-telling, poetry, and song. "16 Students were exposed to· poetry to
strengthen them in their mother tongue,17 and, in addition,
they were given a sense of their cultural.identity and provided with something that served the "interests of life. "18
Steven BQrish has summarized these themes by listing
five distinctive tenets of Grundtvig's educational views
-12-..

influencing the development of the Danish Folk High
School: (1) The power of the "living word" ukt levende
ord), (2) Enlightenment for life (livsoplysning). (3) The
notion of the Enlightenment of the People (folkeoplysining). (4) Interaction (vekselvirkning), and (5) The wisdom
of ordinary people over the elite and learned (folket over.for de dannede). 19
This last point demands elaboration. In the 1840's the
notion of folkelighed gained increasing importance for
Grundtvig. According to I<aj Thanning, the term came to
mean "that which is analogous to the people: Danish in
Denmark, Swedish in Sweden, German in Germany, etc."»
Yet the root connotation of the term remained, a connotation suggesting a "democratic, unassuming nature."21 For
Grundtvig, the folk high school was to be a place where
"agricultural workers, large and small independent farmers, skilled manual workers of every trade, sailors, and
businessmen" are to be enlightened, for all these are of
"one blood"; the "same potential for educational and cultural achievement is discoverable in both cottage and
manor house. n:a Over and against the elitism and irrelevance of the Latin "schools for' death," the folk "school for
life" would direct themselves to life's problems, teaching
about life and promoting purposeful living.23 Instead of
trying to create new life, the "school for life" would deal
with the life that is already manifest in the people; it would
address itself nonjudgmentally to the culture that is
already developed and displayed in the people.
While the relationship between the educational philosophy of first folkehojskole and Grundtvig's own views is
complex, Grundtvig's emphasis on get levende ml and
the desire to bring about livSQJ)lysnin& display certain
shared assumptions: (1) An emphasis on group singing as
a way to develop communal fellowship, (2)
-13-

Implementation of the foredrag (lecture) as a way to speak
det levende ord in levende vekselvirkning with the students, (3) Living together in community (frelleslivet) so
that there would be maximum opportunity for conversation and ultimately livsoplysning. 24
Space does not permit a deeper treatment of the folk
high school in Denmark. 25 Suffice it to say that when
Danish immigrants first came to America, many acquainted with the folk school naturally wanted to transplant it on
foreign shores. It is to this story of the Danish Folk High
School in America that we now turn, and to the founding
of Grand View College.
III
On November 1, 1878, the first folk school on American
soil opened at Elk Hom, Iowa. A second institution began
in Ashland, Michigan, in 1882, and a third was started at
West Denmark, Wisconsin, in 1884. In the later 1880's,
schools began at Nysted, Nebraska, and Tyler, Minnesota.26
While some of these experienced some success, all were
closed by the mid 1930's. The idea of the folk school, however, exerted considerable influence on early immigrants.
The Grundtvigian folk school concept was especially vigorous in the Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church· in
America, the church which established Grand View
College. While it is important to note that "Grand View
College was neither conceived nor begun as a folk school,"
it is nonetheless true that the folk school concept was influential in the college for many years. 27 Although the first
full-time President of Grand View, Rasmus Rasmussen
Vestergaard, accepted the position only if he were given
free reign not to conduct the school as a folk school,28 a
look at college catalogs fron those early years reveals some
significant Grundtvigian elements. For instance, the 189899 catalog gives an indication of the importance of the
-14-

daily Foredrag:
According to the rules a daily lecture (Foredrag) is held
at the beginning of the morning. The purpose of this lecture is to treat some aspect of a theme in a far more illustrative and detailed manner than can be attained from a
book or by the self-study of the students. It must be
regarded as significant for the general development of culture, that a single aspect of multi-faceted cultural life is
acquired in as rich and exhaustive discussion as possible.
But for the same reaso~ it must be kept within a proper
limitation. Therefore only one lecture is announced daily.•
The catalog advertises that subjects treated the-previous
year include "Danish Antiquity and the establishment of
the Danish Church," the "Literature and the Religious
Conflict in- Denmark in the First Half of the Nineteenth
Century," and "The Foundation of the Apostolic Church."
In addition, there were lectures over animal and plant
nourishment, growth, and behavior.30 While some in the
Danish Church thought that even more time sho~d be
devoted to lectures, there did seem to be some agreement
that students were moved and inspired by the lectures.n
Lectures were conducted in Danish and attendance was
mandatory.
It was the college's Winter School which came cloteSt to
the folk school pattern. At this time young DanishAmericans took a respite from their farm labors, and trav..
eled to Grand View to encounter the "light" of the put.
Recent immigrants attended to learn the language· and ·
customs of their new land.32 Indeed, of the thirty-four that
attended in the Winter of 1896-97, more than half ·c;lllll
"simply to broaden their general knowledge aod to . .
with other like-minded young people a common ~
and similar values. "33
A look at the early catalogs shows, however, a sdlQQl

-u;....

that was, strictly speaking, neither a university nor a folk
school. The 1898-99 cataiog declares that "the Danish
Church School or Grand View College was founded in
1895 with the double aim (Formaal) to be a school of
knowledge (Kundskabsskole) for Danish-American youth,
and in addition a clergy school (Praesteskole) for the
Danish Evangelical Church in America. "34 It further advertises knowledge adapted to the "Danish American yout~"
in the "factual nature (forholdenes) of America." 35 The
1899-1900 catalog proudly announces that all the faculty
have "a full university education." 36 Grand View was not a
university because of the existence of its foredrag, and its
commercial department courses in bookkeeping, typing,
and shorthand. But it was not a folk school either, for its
theological and teacher training departments had examinations, and specifically prepared students for educational employment opportunities. 37
Yet the ambience of the folk school definitely infiltrated
Grand View, for students lived together, sang together, and
conversed with each other. The "living word" in lecture
gave students latitude to creatively interact. While music
abounded at Grand View, no attempt was made to build
an academic fine arts program. Singing was simply part of
what students did each day.
IV
Sadly, the spirit of the folk school which once thrived at
Grand View is no longer present. Many factors have contributed to its dissolution and disappearance. Certainly,
the Americanization of the Danish community is a major
catalyst. No longer are there Danish immigrants (or sons
and daughters of immigrants) who desire to send their
children to a Danish college. Today, few if any students are
self-consciously Danish. 38 Thus, while Grand View lists a
Scandinavian Studies Department in its catalog and some-16-

times offers courses in Danish, low enrollments routinely
force the cancellation of these classes. 39 There is only very
limited recognition on the part of students that Grand
View College has a Danish heritage.40 Corresponding to
the Americanization of Danish identity and language is
the destruction of a community and "belongingness"
which once flourished at the college.
Moreover, because the college is no longer primarily residential, there is little regular association of students from
which community can be built. While at the tum of the
century all students were housed in Old Main, of the 1389
students attending Grand View in the Fall of 1993, only
132 were fulltime residential students. Instead, most of
today's students are commuters living in the Des Moines
area who take one or more classes at the college each
semester, work full or part-time, and oftentimes raise families besides.41 Obviously, there is little time for the levende
vekselvirkning necessary for livsoplysning.
Additionally, the prevailing social-economic context
from which Grand View students generally come (and in
which the college is itself embedded) involves a set of
assumptions and values almost directly antithetical to
those which might foster the developnent of folk school
community. The idea that students would freely gather
around a piano to sing, or sit and talk about life's meaning,
is utterly foreign to the lower middle-class values of the
typical Grand View student. Many in this predominantly
first generation college-student population seek only one
thing: upward occupational movement. They come to the
college with no expectations about being "enlightened,"
for they see no reason why "enlightenment" is important;
they have no understanding about how it is supposed to
"cash" in everyday life. For such students, sitting through
a foredrag would be prima fade pointless.42
-17-

Such students find the study of the traditional liberal
arts totally irrelevant to their lives. Nowhere is this more
true than in the study of foreign language. While there was
once a time when the study of language flourished at the
college -- old catalogs attest to the Greek, Latin, German,
French, and Danish instruction -- the time has long since
passed. Currently, Grand View College has no full-time
foreign language professor, and is not planning on
employing one soon. In the fall of 1994, only Spanish I and
m were offered with a total enrollment of only ten students. It is ironic that a college inspired by the educational
philosophy of Grundtvig, a great student of languages,
should find itself offering fewer languages than almost
any other college of its size and mission! 43
It might be argued that Grand View remains somehow
Grundtvigian in its open admission policy, its distrust of
intellectual activity as an end in itself, and its suspicion of
an "educated elite.""Yet, it is difficult to establish a causal
connection between the college's Grundtvigian tradition
and these characteristics. After all, many other small colleges struggling for survival have both de facto open
enrollment, and a vigorous commitment to maximizing
productivity by assigning faculty heavy teaching and committee loads, activities which leave them little opportunity
for cultivation of the life of the mind. One suspects that the
epiphenomenon of Grundtvigianism provides a way to
rationalize activities and policies possessing deeper structural causes.
Grand View's advertising of itself as the "college of
opportunity" in Des Moines does mean that it will take virtually anyone who wants to come - and who has the
money to pay for it.45 This policy has created problems in
the past, for students who are not adequately prepared for
college attend anyway. Many soon discover that standard
-18-

college course work is demanded of them and drop out.46
It must be said, however, that some students have benefited from the "second opportunity" provided by Grand
View. At least two of the current faculty found Grand View
a safe place to "try again" after doing poorly as undergraduates at a large university. 47
V
In my opinion, the substantial obstacles precluding the
formation of the Grundtvigian spirit at Grand View
College are encumbrances not peculiar to the institution,
for there are a number of aspects of late twentieth-century
American society that operate effectively to deter the
implementation of the Grundtvigian vision. I will discuss
three of the most salient.
Firstly, the Grundtvigian notion that the word can "live"
and operate in the transformation of a person's life is
increasingly problematic today, for dwindling numbers of
American college students have been "linguistically
formed" by the reading of books. Students today are much
more accustomed to watching television (especially MTV),
than reading, listening, or conversing about issues. For
most the visual image has a better chance of striking the
heart than the spoken word. Students arriving without historical consciousness, or appreciation for literature,
mythology, and religion, are often reticent about (and
sometimes incapable of) commerce within the world of
ideas. They prove to be arid soil in which to cultivate a historically grounded life enlightenment.48
Secondly, the Grundtvigian assumption of a free, open,
and relevant education conflicts with the economic and
social realities of American higher education. At a time not
too far past only the "high school elite" attended college.
Most high school graduates either went directly to work,
or spent time in a vocational or training schools. But the
-19-

last 40 years has seen a marked democratization of the
education process, for now almost half of all high school
students attend college. The four year college degree has
become a prerequisite for most decent jobs in American
society. Consequently, American colleges and universities
have been increasingly forced to provide remedial, highschool level instruction, while at the same time furnishing
a viable vocational curriculum.
Moreover, the success of teaching these basic skills or
"competencies" now must be measurable in order to insure
that the college is "accountable" in its educational delivery.
The result is a conspicuous proclivity on the part of faculty to teach only those things in which progress can be
quantified. Lamentably, it is easier to gauge the letter than
the spirit.49
The upshot of all this is that the college years become a
time to develop foundational skills, basic cultural literacies, and to receive specialized career training. The consequence is a learning which accords better with the "dead
letter" than the "living spirit", a learning more characteristic of a "school for death" than a "school for life." Of course,
all this is not lost on students who increasingly have similar attitudes about college as they had about high school.
For them the college years become merely one more hoop
to jump through on the way towards achieving the economic "good life."
Finally, since most students in American colleges no
longer have intrinsic interest in what they study, colleges
and universities perpetuate themselves by trying to offer
things their "consumers" can understand. Thus, they offer
curricula and programs having immediate economic benefit. Nowadays colleges are in the business of marketing a
"product" which student "consumers" purchase for reasons
peculiar to them; they offer programs of study that will
-20-·

succeed in generating good "cash flow" so that the "business" of college education can prosper. But all of this is
fundamentally at odds with Grundtvig's vision of livsoplysning, for, according to him, students oftentimes do not
immediately know that which they may later come to recognize as meaningful and valuable. Moreover, while
Grundtvig spoke of a "living interaction" between teacher
and students, this new "consumer model" of education
presupposes a relationship of contract. While the former
connotes the freedom of Gospel, the latter addresses the
dead letter of Law.
In short, cultural and economic forces at work in
American society make a Grundtvigian-style education
unworkable. Most students are not really interested in
ideas, and most are not oriented to hearing words -- even
living ones. Moreover, economic realities often force students to go to college for the sole purpose of obtaining a
diploma, a document that has become increasingly necessary for entry-level jobs in American society.
Conclusion
Today it seems that Grundtvig's notion of the "school
for life" is anachronistic. As we -have seen, most American
students do not think they need enlightenment, and certainly do not go to school with expectations to learn anything about living - - unless it is about "making a living. 1150
Faced with the perplexing problem of establishing a marketing niche in the urban Des Moines area, Grand View
has used the "school for life" motto in a way in which
Grundtvig never intended. At Grand View College,
"school for life" has become a term to talk about career
preparation. 51 When the phrase is now used, it suggests the
acquisition of skills which can be immediately "cashed" in
gaining a foothold in the world of work. Grand View is not
a "school for life" in the sense that it enlightens, rather, it is
-21-

"for life" in the sense that its students can use their degrees
to make ! living. Given the economic pressures of the last
ten years, it is perhaps almost inevitable that the phrase
has been reinterpreted in this way.
It seems to me that our age is witnessing the end of
many of the great linguistic traditions and the world views
embodied within them. While Grundtvig wanted to give
his people a world of Nordic mythology and history (and
thus provide them with the possibility of experiencing
what it is to be Danish), our time in America is characterized by an overwhelming disinterest in language and tradition. We are lost in the everydayness of jobs· and work,
and cannot see another way.
I fear that the problems facing America in the 1990)s are
in many ways greater than those confronting Denmark in
the 1860's. It is not that we in America have recently been
beaten in a war and need to recover the pride of being
American, rather, it is that the entire question of meaning
and purpose has become nonsensical for many. 52 We are, in
effect, rotting from within.
Perhaps a new folk school is the only thing that can save
us. Like the folk schools of old, it would be a place without
grades, a place where neither professors nor students
expected economic rewards, a place where all involved
knew the grace of this last great chance. Like the medieval
monastery, students would search for keys to unlock the
voyage of the human spirit. As with Grundtvig, this new
folk school would speak the "living words" of many spirits, words that could nourish the soul and transform the
person. As with Grundtvig, these living words would offer
a type of salvation. Is it too much to hope that, like
Grundtvig, this salvation could be Christian?
Notes
1 Grand View College Course Catalog 1994-1996, p. 5.
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The last was a two day residency by A. M. Allchin and J.
H. Schjorring during the 1994 American promotion of
Heritage and Prophecy. Grundtvig and the EnglishSpeaking World, A.M. Allchin, D. Jasper, J.H. Schjorring, &
K. Stevenson eds., (Norwich, Norfolk: The Canterbury
Press, 1994).
3 Patricia Cross in "Threads of Grundtvig in the Fabric of
Adult Education in the United States," pp. 157-161,
Grundtvig's Ideas in North America (Copenhagen: Det
Danske Selskab, 1983) suggests that the elderhostel movement is "Grundtvigian" in that its courses are low-cost,
non-threatening, without grades or credit, residentiallybased, and emphasize cultural enrichment and satisfaction.
4 Academic Mission Statement in the Grand View College
Course Catalog, p. 5. On the same page, the College
Mission Statement proclaims that the school "admits and
educates students who represent a wide range of ages,
achievements, and expectations."
s Something of the spirit of a school without examinations
and grades also survived for many years at Grand View.
For example, only recently did the college change its grading policy to allow the "F" (failure) grade. Previously students taking, but not passing, a course received an "R."
Many faculty thought the "R" grade allowed students the
chance for meaningful exploration without academic judgment.
, Ibid.
1 See Knud E. Bugge. "The School for Life. The Basic Ideas
of Grundtvig's Educational Thinking," in Heritage and
Prophecy: Grundtvig and the English-Speaking World Ed.
by Allchin, Jasper, Schjorring & Stevenson (Norwich,
Norfolk: The Canterbury Press, Norwich, 1994), pp. 271282. See also "The Basic Ideas of Grundtvig's Educational
2
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Thought," Church and Life, Vol. 37, No. 8, pp. 7-9 & No. 9,
pp. 8-10.
s Bugge, ~ cit.
9 Bugge distinguishes between interaction, dialogue, and
dialectics, claiming that Grundtvig's "interaction" is neither dialectical nor dialogical (p. 278). Cf. Bugge's
"Dialektisk paedagogik og levende vekselvirkning" in
Efterklange- et Grundvig-seminar, eds. Jorgen I. Jensen og
Erik A. Nielsen (Centrum, 1983), pp. 104-115. In my opinion, what Grundtvig describes is not altogether dissimilar
to Gadamer's description of the dialectic of horizons in
Wahrheit und Methode. See Gadamer. Truth and Method,
ed. and trans. by Garrett Barden and John Cumming (New
York: Crossroad Publishing Co.).
10 See Hans Henningsen, "The Danish Folk High School" in
Heritage and Prophechy, pp. 283-297, p. 284.
11 The process described bears marked affinities with
Gadamer's notion of the Wrrkungsgeschichte Bewusstsein
(effects of historical consciousness). For Grundtvig, all true
enlightment is historical.
12 Bugge, p. 273.
13 The phrase, "First human, then Christian," points to the
ontological priority of the question of being in human existence. The "answer" provided by Christianity -- for
Grundtvig, the "true answer" -- depends logically upon the
general contour of the question, and ontologically upon
the horizon of the questioner. This interpretation, consistent with Grundtvig's robust trinitarianism, understands
the relationship between being humari and being
Christian as in esse rather than in fieri; the relation is within the order of being, not within the order of becoming.
14 The developing folk school tradition parted with
Grundtvig on a number of issues. For instance, Grundtvig
advocated the existence of only one big folk school. See
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Hans Henningsen, "The Danish Folk High School," p. 283.
1s See Finn Shomstrup. "N.F.S. Grundtvig" (Published by
the Press and Cultural Relations Department of the Danish
Ministry of Foreign Affairs). From the theological perspective one might say that Grundtvig wants education to take
place in "evangelical freedom," for he frequently contrasts
the "letter which kills" of the "schools for death" with the
"living spirit" of the "schools for life." This is, in effect, the
distinction between the heteronomy of Law and the theonomy of Gospel.
16 Henningsen, op. cit. p. 285.
11 Ibid, p. 288.
1s Ibid., p. 291. This education for "the interests of life" is
easily misunderstood and distorted in the current
American context.
19 Steven Borish, The Land of the Living (Nevada City,
California: Blue Dolphin Publishing, 1991), pp. 167££.
20 Kaj Thanning, N.F.S. Grundtvig, tran. David Hohen
(Copenhagen: Det Danske Selskab, 1972), p. 105.
21 Etymologically the term comes from folke and lighed,
meaning "the people" and "equality" respectively. Thus, it
can mean "equality of the people" or "conformity of the
people." Because lighed also means "likeness" or "resemblance," it can be translated as "the quality of being of the
people." See Borish, The Land of the Living, p. 307.
22 Johannes Knudsen, ed., The Selected Writings of N.F.S.
Grundtvig (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976), p. 156.
11 Ibid., p. 153.
:at See Borish, ~ cit., pp. 193-196.
z A good source in English are several of the essays in
N.F.S. Grundtvig: Tradition and Renewal, eds. Christian
Thodberg and Anders Pontoppidan Thyssen, Trans.
Edward Broadbridge (Copenhagen: Det Danske Selskab.
1983).
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See Enok Mortensen's Schools for Life: The
Grundtvigian Folk Schools in America (Askov, Minnesota,
USA: American Publishing Company, 1977) for a thorough
treatment of the schools at Elk Horn, Ashland, Nysted,
Danebod, Atterdag. and Dalum. See also Thorvald
Hansen, We Laid Foundation Here: The Early History of
Grand View College (Des Moines, lowa: Grand View
College, 1972), pp. 17££.
21 Ibid., p. 15. Cf. also pp. 45££: "It is sometimes claimed and
more frequently assumed that Grand View began as a folk
school. This is emphatically not the case. Certainly this is
not to suggest that there were no elements of the folk
school tradition present in the institution. Much less is it to
deny that the spirit of the folk school movement inspired
and even impelled the leaders within the Church in the
direction of establishing a school. Thus, while it is quite
incorrect to class the early Grand View as a folk school, it
is undeniable that the folk school influence was strong.
This influence was to continue to be strong - - so strong
that for at least the first quarter of its existence, there
would be repeated efforts to make the folk school impulse
the dominant one at the Danish school."
28 Ibid., p. 62. Vestergaard, an honor student and graduate
of the University of Copenhagen, was accomplished in
Latin, Hebrew, and religious philosophy.
29 Grand View College Catolog, 1898-99, pp. 6-7: "Der
holdes i Regelen et Foredrag om Dagen i den forste
Morgentime. Hensigten med disse Foredrag er behandle
et eller andet Emne paa en langt mere oplysende og
indgaaende Maade, end det wil kunne naaes ud fra en
Laerebog eller ved Elevernes Selvstudium. Det maa anses
for at vaere af Betydning for den almindelige Udvikling og
Dannelse, at enkelte Sider af det menneskelige Aandsliv
faar en saa fyldig og udtommende Behandling som mulig.
26
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Men af samme Grund bor man holde sig indenfor den
rette Begraensning. Derfor meddeles kun et Foredrag om
Dagen."
30 Ibid., p. 7.
31 Vestergaard himself thought that there should be fewer
lectures. In the annual meeting (Aarsmode) of 1900 he
declared, "We are ruled by a Grundtvigian superstition
regarding the importance of lectures" (Dannevirke, 21:28,
July 11, 1900, p. 3).
32 Hansen, ~ cit., p. 98.
33 Ibid .. p. 57.
34 Grand View College Catalog 1998-99, p. 3. By the 190203 catalog the second purpose was dropped.
35 Ibid., p. 6.
36 Grand View College Catalog, 1899-1900, p. 2.
37 The study of literature, history, science, and language
did provide "folk school-like" opportunities, however.
Interestingly, one of the languages studied was Latin, a
tongue whose general study Grundtvig could hardly be
said to recommend (1897-1898 Catalog, p. 6). See Hansen,
op. cit., pp. 97££.
38 I was recently told by the Director of Strategic Planning
that the college kept no records on the number of students
of Danish origin or descent. She admitted that it would be
a good idea, but that no one had ever really thought of it.
To my knowledge there is only one full-blooded Dane left
on the faculty.
39 Last year the tenured professor of Scandanavian Studies
was informed that, due to economic exigencies, he would
no longer be permitted regularly to offer courses in
Danish, Danish history, or Danish literature. Most of his
teaching would now be assigned to the new "interdisciplinary seminars" required of all juniors and seniors.
c The difficulty in retaining "Danish identity" is paralleled
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by the problem of effectively cultivating "Lutheran identity." Even though Grand View is one of the 29 colleges of
the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, and despite
the fact that it is located in a part of the country with an
historically high Lutheran population, there are formidable internal and external obstacles to the promotion of its
Lutheranism. Some believe the Grundtvigian theological
tradition has actually hampered the development of recognizable marks of its Lutheran identity.
41 The average age of the Grand View student in 1994 was
24.7 years, significantly higher than the national average.
42 It is not that all students are obstinate toward the possibility of enlightenment from the "life" of the past, rather, it
is that economic realities give them no time to pursue it. In
the typical American family, both spouses must now work
if they are to enjoy the same standard of living as their parents. For the divorced, single mother attending Grand
View to acquire credentials to get a job, there simply are no
hours left in the day for the luxury of cultural enlightenment and reflection upon the meaning of existence.
Sometimes a Grand View student genuinely excited by her
first real encounter with the humanities, will tell me that
she would take another course in the liberal arts if she
could "afford to take classes for the fun of it."
43 The decline in foreign language instruction was perhaps
hastened by the movement of the school in the 1970's from
a two year junior college to a four-year baccalaureategranting institution. While Grand View, the junior college,
prided itself in providing its students with a solid liberal
arts introduction readily transferable to the universities,
the baccalaureate-granting Grand View became careerist
in orientation. Foreign language study simply did not fit
the college's new "direction."
44 I have encountered the remnants of a folkelig spirit at
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the college in the distrust by many of professors actively
doing research and scholarship. Many "old guard" faculty
seem to regard such activity as an essentially elitist effort.
It could be argued that folkelighed is presently displayed
in the college's uniform salary scale, and in the disdain
many faculty exhibit for the notion of merit pay recently
introduced by the administration. While many small
teaching colleges are suspicious of faculty actively
engaged in research, the situation seems more pronounced
at Grand View. It would be premature, however, to claim
that a structurally-pervasive folkelighed is responsible for
this state of affairs. Grand View's former existence as a
junior college is probably more significant, for many current faculty (most of whom do not hold academic doctorates in their field) were given automatic tenure when the
college became a four-year institution. Quite understandably, their attitudes and values recall more the teaching
ethos of the junior college than the research emphasis of
the university.
45 Grand View does have an active Weekend and Evening
Program explicitly marketed to "adult learners." While
most urban colleges now have similar programs, Grand
View has been in the market for years. Perhaps the faculty's facile embrace of the concept was in part due to a
residual Grundtvigianism still pervading the college in
those years.
46 Students at Grand View have an average high school
grade point average of 2.83 out of 4.00, somewhat lower
than the national average, and an ACT score of 19.8, a
score also a little lower than the average college student.
47 Many faculty and administrators at Grand View are
aware of the college's Grundtvigian past, and want somehow to use this in giving direction to the college today. The
problem is that a type of Grundtvigian "proof-texting" can
-29-

result which attempts to legitimate educational policy and
marketing decisions which have been reached on decidedly non-Grundtvigian grounds.
48 Recall Grundtvig's statement that "no school is able to
create new life in us" (N.F.S. Grundtvig, p. 153).
49 A word should be added about the role of "accreditation
agencies" in this process. In America institutions of higher
learning receive "accreditation" in order to be able to
advertise themselves as "legitimate." A college which loses
its accreditation is in a death knell; it can no longer attract
students, for students can no longer transfer credits from
it. In order to be accredited, certain measurable criteria
must be established and "assessed." Unfortunately, many
of those things communicated in Grundtvig's "school for
life" are not tangible and quantifiable; they cannot be
"assessed." A college which was really a Grundtvigian
"school for life" could not be accredited in America.
Barring huge private or government investments, it would
soon go out of business.
so A number of years ago, an influential book appeared in
America that sketches the new generation of American college student. In The Closing of the American Mind (New
York: Simon and Schuster, 1987), Allan Bloom documents
well the implicit relativism and distrust of ideas exhibited
by today's college student. Most students uncritically
believe that the world is divided into objective facts discoverable by the sciences, and values which are entirely
subjective and personal. Because value statements can neither be deduced from self-evident propostions nor be
experimentally confirmed, they are wholly a matter of
taste. Unfortunately, de gustibus non disputans.
st Grand View College, like many American institutions, is
in search for a distinctive identity that would allow it a
competitive market niche. Because there are a number of
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ther institutions of higher education in the Des Moines
a, Grand View must have some differentiating "identi." Drake University has the "excellent liberal arts college"
·dentity, Des Moines Area Community College possesses
e "cheap, but the credits transfer" image. In this context,
e President, members of the Board of Trustees, and some
senior administrators have pushed the idea of Grand View
college as the "partnership" institution, an institution
where education extends beyond the classroom through
mtemships, work, and apprenticeships. The motto "school
r life" has been employed in connection with this notion.
ccordingly, a "school for life" becomes a place where education is immediately applicable to the world of work, the
so-called "real world" of life itself.
One might argue that the experience in Viet Nam was as
devastating for American pride as the loss of SlesvigHolsten was to Danish pride.
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Some Reflections of My Life
An Account of Mission Work among the Cherokee
by MRS. C.B. (ABELONE) LARSEN

Editor's Introduction
In 1892, at the invitation of a Danish immigrant who had
married a Cherokee woman in what was then Indian Territory,
the Danish Lutheran Church Association sent a student from
Trinity Seminary in Blair, Nebraska, to investigate the possibility of doing mission work among the Cherokee. The student,
Niels Laurits Nielsen, returned in the summer of 1893 and
began working among the Cherokee, eventually founding a
school and a church at Oaks, Oklahoma. The Oaks mission
became one of the most important missions of the United Danish
Evangelical Lutheran Church (later the UELC) and continues as
an institution supported by the present Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America (ELCA).
The following account by Abelone Larsen records her years at
Oaks between 1913 and 1919. Arriving in the United States as
a young immigrant woman of twenty, her desire was "to serve
God. " After working in Chicago for several years, she was invited by Niels Laurits Nielsen to join the mission staff in
Oklahoma. Here she served off and on between 1913 and 1919.
In 1919 she returned to Chicago where on June 18, 1920 she
married C.B. Larsen. They settled in Blair where her husband
was a long time professor of New Testament at Trinity Seminary
and of philosophy at Dana College. She died in Blair October 25,
1977. The following account was written shortly before her
death.
Dr. John Mark Nielsen
Dana College
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My daughter-in-law asked me to write down some
memories of my life.
My modest home was in Heming or near Heming,
Denmark. I had four brothers who were all older than I.
Then we were three girls, of whom I was the oldest. When
I was 9 years old, my mother was sick almost a whole winter. So being the oldest [daughter] I was to look after my
two-year old sister and also do the mending of my brothers' socks. Some of my brothers worked outside [the] home
by that time. I had just learned to knit, so among other
things, I remember I knitted a pair of pants for my baby
sister.
When mother got better, I was sent to a friend who
taught me to crochet and embroider. One brother gave me
embroidery scissors and another gave me a crochet box so
I brought my crocheting along to school and worked on it
in our noon hour recess in the winter. The lower grades
went to school three days a week and the older grades the
other three days a week. I was confirmed at the age of 14
together with 70 others in the class. The minister was
Provst Gotchea who later became bishop. We had very
good instruction.
At the age of 15 I was hired for the first time as second
girl in a home where the wife of the house had been an
invalid for 15 years. They were very good to me but I was
lonesome. I helped the sick lady with her long hair and
moved her from one bed to another. I was small of age but
strong so she trusted me to do that. Then I fixed her bed. It
was in the year when there was a big movement especially among the young people to have an experience of conlJ version to a living faith in God. I still remember how it
, came to me almost like a dove from heaven. I was assured
that my sins were forgiven. After that I closed the door into
- the bedroom where my mistress lay and I had devotion
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together with her each forenoon. She appreciated that and
I was happy too. I only worked there about six months.
My salary for six months was 25 kroner - just enough to
buy a watch for myself. That was something not every girl
could afford. After the six months, I was needed at home
again.
At the age of 18, I was hired out to an outstanding family for church workers. Out of the seven children in our
family, six worked for them -- one brother worked there
four years while most of us only worked there a shorter
time. Most farmers hired their servants for only a year at
that time.
For years I had an urge to serve God. The mission field
was in need of workers, and I heard several speakers asking the question "Who will go and work today? The fields
are white to harvest." The question for me was "How will
I get the education?" I applied for a grant to go to a folk
high school for three months. While at high school, Rev. N.
L. Nielsen and his wife visited and spoke at the high
school. Among other things, Rev. Nielsen spoke about the
· chances in America to work while earning an education.
Since my father knew Mrs. Nielsen and [they] had gone to
the same school as children, we talked to them and told
them that I thought I had a call to go and work in God's
vineyard. So it was arranged with them in a hurry that I
could just travel with them to America. They would treat
me as their own daughter. So it was arranged in a hurry for
me to leave my good parents and home and sisters and
brothers. We loved one another and hardly ever heard a
discouraging word said in our home. Little did I realize
that it meant almost for me to live in a different world. My
parents followed me to the shore of Denmark. My father
gave me the money for my ticket and a little left over. I
know it meant a sacrifice on their part at that time.
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I will not go into details about the trip over here.
Everything was new and seemed big to me. It took about
two weeks from the time we left Denmark and landed in
New York. It was on a big boat from England to the new
country. Rev. Nielsen's helped me to enter America as an
immigrant and I had no trouble at any time. We landed in
America in September, 1911. They sent a card from New
York to Lindens in Chicago that we would arrive there by
train at such and such a time. We were Rev. and Mrs.
Nielsen, Miss Nana [Nielsen] (a teacher who travelled
with them to Denmark), an Indian boy named David and
myself. At the said time Mr. Linden met us at the train and
we were invited to their house for supper. We were only a
part of many who stopped there on their way from time to
time. While sitting there at the supper table, the question
was asked what I was going to do. So Rev. Nielsen said
they thought that they could leave me there in Chicago
where I could get a job and maybe go to evening school to
learn English.
So I was accepted into the Linden family as a younger
sister. I still remember Mr. Linden's answer to Rev. Nielsen
that it was all right with them if I would behave. I became
member of the Danish Church, Siloam, before I got a job
do housework that was far from the church and only a
times could I get there. Lindens told me that I could
t come back to them if I wanted to. I had not promised
stay any length of time. At Christmas time I got sick; I
it was mostly because I was lonesome, so I came over
Lindens and told them how I felt. I left my job and
dens took me to their Doctor and served as my interer. By then I was already much better.
In a short time, I was looking for another job. This time
dens asked me to find something so I could get to the
and they also needed help in the Sunday School. At
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that time, it was partly to learn Danish. There was a factory only a short distance from Lindens and I could walk
there and learn sewing. It was garters they made. At first
it was slow but after awhile I was doing pretty good. I only
paid a small sum for room and board. At the same time, I
could help [the] Lindens in my spare time. Sometimes
Mrs. Linden called me home from work to help her when
another group announced they were coming for supper
and [that they would] maybe stay over night, -- then Mr.
Linden would sleep on a cot in the kitchen. I slept on a
couch in the dining room for awhile.
So I sewed and saved money. In 1913, Mrs. Nielsen from
Oaks wrote a letter and said they could sure need my help.
They were building a church and had a carpenter and others working there, but who should pay my trip down
there? Again Mrs. Linden helped me. She had seen an ad
for a cheap ticket for home seekers to Oklahoma. So I got
a home seeking ticket round trip. If I remember right, it
was $10.00 and good for three weeks. I worked from early
to late, even helped to nail the carpet on the altar railing. I
had brought that with me from Chicago as a gift for the
mission. My pay for my work and the trip was a homemade quilt which usually sold for $3.00. That was later
stolen from my trunk in Linden's basement. In the meantime, I felt the three weeks well spent. I had been doing
mission work.
So I came back home to Chicago, started sewing again
at the same factory and earned and saved more money. At
the end of three years I had saved $500.00. In the fall of
1914 I entered Dana College where I took spelling, reading, and U.S. History and civics. I was as interested in
electing a president of the U.S. as Lindens, although I was
not a citizen, so I had no vote. (Again I came back to
Chicago and sewed at the factory.) One day I was called
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home from work. Somebody was there who would like to
see me. It was the president of our U.E.L.C. church and
one of the board members. It had been decided at the
church convention in June to hire a girl to take care of a
boarding home for children attending the mission school.
I had been recommended by Rev. N. L. Nielsen. They
offered me $25.00 a month plus room and board. I was
earning up to $40.00 a month in Chicago, but I accepted
the offer. Again I felt it was doing mission work. Rev.
Nielsen sent me a letter and said they had rented a house
close to the school, church and their place. The rent was
$3.00 a month, but it needed to be fixed up. They wanted
me to come a week before school started and help. The
way I got there was by train to Siloam Spring, Arkansas;
there I stayed at a hotel over night. The next morning I
found out that there was a man from Oaks to haul freight
back to the store in Oaks. He was driving in a lumber
wagon pulled by a team. We started out at 8:00 o'clock in
the morning and arrived at Oaks at 4:00 o'clock in the
afternoon. The distance was about 25 miles. When it was
up hill, I would walk to lighten the load. At twelve at
noon, we stopped and had a lunch of crackers and a can of
fish, while the horses were fed. The reason it took so long
was because he had a new cooking stove for Rev. Nielsen,
so I could get their old one for the boarding house. Well, I
was so shaken up from the ride and had a bad headache. I
asked how much I owed him and he said he got a penny
1
· for each 2 lbs. so I figured out that my weight was 125 lbs.
and my trunk 25 lbs. and paid him 75 cents. Rev. Nielsen
just laughed at that.
~
Rev. Nielsen thought that $25.00 a month was a big
•salary. That was all the two of them got when they started,
and they had to have a horse. It just took half of what they
got to keep the horse and who was to pay for my room and

l
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board? So here I was to start housekeeping with nothing to
start with. Nielsen went with me to see the house. The
walls and ceiling were just rough board with cracks in
between. This made it very cold in the winter, not to mention it was hard to keep clean. Well, we got Mrs. Nielsen's
old stove set up in the kitchen to heat water so we could
clean the walls, if there might be bed bugs. The house had
three rooms downstairs and one attic room.
The Indian family we rented it from had left an old bed
at the place because it had been in a fire, but the legs were
still good. Rev. Nielsen sawed some boards to make a bottom. For [a] mattress we sewed feed sacks together and
filled [it] with com shucks. There was an opening in the
middle of the mattress where I could stick my hand in to
shake up the shucks to make it soft each night. It was still
a problem where the bedding would come from. I had
brought some sheets and pillow slips along that I had
brought with me from Denmark. Well, with some help
from Rev. Nielsen I got enough to ,get along with for
awhile the first year. That bed I shared with two Indian
children, -- a girl 13 and her brother 5 years old. He slept
by the wall, and we got along fine.
We scalded the walls with boiling water, then nailed on
some gunny sacks and feed sacks; on top of that we hung
up wall paper. It was sent for at a cost of three cents a roll.
We used the same kind of paper in all the rooms. Some of
the teachers had arrived by then and helped me some.
Also, both Rev. and Mrs. Nielsen helped me.
Mr. Linden gave me a set of dishes before I left Chicago.
When Mrs. Nielsen saw them, she said she never had a set
of dishes herself. So I said she could have them if I could
get some of her old ones and some pots and pans for cooking. That deal was accepted. i got a kettle to cook potatoes
in that had a small hole, but.I could just put a straw in the
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ole that would work. There was also a hole in the stove
ven on one side, but that could be remedied with a small
late in front of that.
I got up a little after five in the morning to warm the
house and bake biscuits for breakfast which we usually
had at 7:00. For our front room I stuffed an old school
nch with hay and covered it with cloth. In the kitchen
was a big table, and a bench was made with a board on top
of two boxes, one at each end. To store a few food items in,
e got an old book case.
Our first boarders were two girls, one a doctor's daughter and one a little younger whose mother was the druggist in a small neighboring town. They brought their own
bed and bedding. They were white and quite prominent
~ple. They paid $1.75 for room and board from Monday
morning till Friday after school. When they stayed over
Sunday, they paid $2.25 each. I bought groceries in a small
store in town. When I had a little left over of the money the
children paid for room and board, I bought whatever I
needed most for the house. I made a small rug for the floor
front of my bed, and we thought we lived quite comble. There was only one closet in the whole house, so
always waited til after the children had left before I got
dy. Whenever all of the children went home over the
eekend, I stayed at Rev. Nielsen['s] and slept with Nana
elsen who was a teacher there for many years. That was
treat. I helped Mrs. Nielsen every week with the washing
Mondays. They heated the water in a big black kettle
t in the open. Beside the fire was a bench with a wash
and board to rub the clothes on. So regardless of the
ther, we did the washing outside, but it could happen
changed the day. I also helped with the ironing on
• esa,ays. On Wednesdays it was Ladies Aid. We quilted
m 9:00 in the morning til about 11:00, then had two
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hours at noon to make dinner. Sometimes some of those
who lived a distance from there had dinner with some of
us in town. Again, we put in a couple of hours in the afternoon. Often old Uncle Bob, we called him, came and read
to us. Those quilts we sold to any one who would order
them. The price was $3.00 a piece. The cotton was home
grown, the seed picked out by hand and then carded. They
were very particular about the work and the quilts looked
very nice. They used the same pattern for all of them
which consisted of white and red material.
After my first year at Oaks, I came back to Chicago in
the summer on vacation. There I saw some chairs and a
dresser in Linden's basement, and I asked if we could have
them for the boarding house at Oaks. They were glad to
give them to me. I bought a few other things, -- some dishes and an old piece of linoleum for our kitchen floor. That
helped a lot to keep it warm in the winter. Some gave me
a money gift of $5.00 to use where most needed. I bought
an organ for $10.00 which was shipped down there also. I
remember Rev. Thorslev helped to crate it, and how much
it was to have it hauled to the station, I never found out.
Mr. Linden would not even tell Mrs. Linden that. I paid
$20.00 for the freight. We got the Sunday School superintendent to get it in Siloam Springs. All he got for that was
the use of the organ which was stored in his house, so they
could learn to play it. I cannot remember what became of
it. The six chairs and the dresser with marble top, we were
very proud of. The doctor's daughter who was there for
three years and graduated from eighth grade told me so.
By then the family had grown to about six, [though] some
were not there for the whole year.
I had gotten an iron 3 / 4 bed which I shared with a small
girl. Our milk we bought from Rev. Nielsen and also butter if they had it. We also bought some from others when-40-

ever we were able to. The hardest was fresh meat in the fall
until it was cold enough to butcher. Then we always
shared with Rev. Nielsen when they butchered a pig.
Sometimes we bought a squirrel. Sometimes we killed a
chicken or rather a rooster. Once we bought a big rooster
for 25. Mrs. Nielsen cooked soup on the bones and I made
meat balls from the meat for my family. There were eight,
and it seemed to me we were twelve at noon. Two boys
slept at Rev. Nielsen and had their breakfast there but had
the other two meals with the rest of us at the boarding
house.
In the fall of 1917 Marie Andersen and I took a trip to
Denmark. Marie Andersen was a girl I had met in Chicago
and who also stayed at Lindens. She later became Mrs.
.Thorslev. We arrived in Denmark just before Christmas
ind enjoyed very much to be with our dear ones for
awhile. Marie Andersen was engaged to Mr. Thorslev a
seminary student in Chicago and I to C.B. Larsen who was
studying at our seminary in Blair.
While we were in Denmark, America became involved
in World War I, and I did not get back until in June 1918.
My summer at Oaks June 1917.

Rev. Nielsen asked me to stay there and help for the month
of June so he could go to the convention [during the] first
part of June and then visit his brother in Michigan. They
offered me $10.00 and I accepted. It was in the month of
harvest and there was an old man named Larsen who had
a small hut and a piece of land next to where Rev. Nielsen
had bought 10 acres. Part of the 10 acres was in wheat or
oats. The other half was in a pasture. So in harvest time I
got up at 3:00 o'clock in the morning. Mrs. Nielsen made
breakfast and fixed a lunch for both Mr. Larsen and me.
After their cows were milked, I was ready to start out with
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the three of them to the pasture; it was about a mile away
from Nielsen's through the woods. With the cows in the
pasture, I was ready for the harvest. Mr. Larsen cut the
grain with a scythe like they used in olden days, and I had
a kind of a rake with four long teeth to put it into bundles
and tie together. After we had finished Rev. Nielsen's field
of grain, we did the same for Larsen's crop of grain. He
had a horse, and Rev. Nielsen had the three cows so [as] to
have milk for both the family at the boarding house and
the family at their house. Nielsen boarded the two teachers and for some time had two boys stay there so they
could go to school.
At noon we took off one hour for lunch and then
worked until about 3:00 o'clock in the afternoon. Then I
started on my way home with the cows. After I got them
home I was to go to another pasture just about one-half
mile away where Rev. Nielsen kept his three horses. They
were always by the gate ready to go to the creek for water
to drink. I caught two of them and the third would follow.
Usually I got on the back of one of the riding horses; that
seemed to be about one fourth of a mile. When they had all
they could drink, I took them back to the pasture and
walked home. It was just about supper time by then. After
supper I was tired and it was still hot, so sometimes I laid
down on the floor for awhile before I got to bed to sleep
until 3:00 o'clock the next day. We got up that early
because it was hot in the daytime.
When Rev. Nielsen came home it was time to get the
harvest home. At first he would lay the bundles on the
wagon and I would fork them to him. On the way home
we had to drive over a small dry creek and I had to follow
so I could apply the brake on the wagon going down.
Sometimes we lost some of the load. So I asked if I could
lay it in the wagon and he would fork it up to me. That he
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agreed to and after the first load he never asked me to be
on the ground. I had learned that in Denmark, and I could
just sit on top of it all the way home.
After the month of June, I came to Chicago for my vacation. I soon got back to the factory and started to sew
garters again. Shortly after I got there I received a check of
$25.00 and I asked Mrs. Linden what she would do. The
check was from the U.E.L.C. treasurer and I had already
gotten my $10.00 from Rev. Nielsen. Mrs. Linden said "I
would send the $10.00 back to Rev. Nielsen and keep the
$25.00." She thought I had earned it. So that is what I did.
During the year of 1917 and 1918 when I was in
Denmark, the church board hired a girl from Racine to
take my place at the boarding house. but in the Fall of 1918
I was again hired by the church board to take care of the
boarding house. The family had grown. We were eight all
the time and for awhile three more. That was the hardest
year of them all because it was the year with the influenza
that took so many lives all over the States.
We had already decided just to close the school as soon
as some started to get sick with the influenza. It came in
the month of November. The only doctor in about thirty
miles territory lived seven miles from Oaks. His daughter,
who was one of the first at the boarding school, was still
there. Her mother had died. Also, her sister who was married and had two girls had died and the two grand-daughters were at the boarding school also. The father of the two
girls had married again and was afraid to take his two little girls home. They were afraid they might bring the flu to
their little baby. So they just stayed at Rev. Nielsen's. I
acted as a night nurse with the most sick and one of the
teachers went out to help as many as she could. I believe
she visited eight places in one day and made a meal for
them.
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The doctor told us about one family who might need
help in the night. So both a teacher and I went there the
first night. There was the man and wife in one bed. The
wife was pregnant. In the same room was the man's mother and sister in another double bed. About 9:00 o'clock the
wife said she would need a doctor. The baby would be
born premature. So I was the one that knew the road the
best through the woods and with a lantern in my hand, I
ran to a house where the man lived who had a phone in his
store. As far as I remember that was the only phone in
town. I called the man out of bed. We went to his store and
phoned the doctor who lived seven miles away and I think
the only one at that time who had an automobile around
there. The dying wife said she would like to have her
mother come. She lived one mile to the other side of Oaks.
Well, after I got the storekeeper to call the doctor, I went
home to Rev. Nielsen and told them. So Rev. Nielsen
walked to the home of the sick wife's mother and father.
There were eight other children all sick and her father had
pneumonia and was unconscious part of the time so she
had all she could take care of at home.
Mrs. Nielsen and I started back to the sick family in
hopes that the doctor might catch up with us. We and the
doctor got there about midnight. The seven month baby
was already born and dead by then, and the mother was
dying. After the doctor had taken care of her, she also was
dead. I helped to wash her and dress her in her wedding
dress and the little baby in her arm. Then she was moved
to another room where there was a broken window so I
had to watch that a cat would not get in there to them. Mrs.
Nielsen and the teacher went back home with the doctor to
Oaks on his way back to Kansas. I stayed with the sick the
rest of the night. Rev. Nielsen took care of the funeral. All
they had was a few men who made the coffins draped in
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black material and with handles screwed on.
My next duty was at the home of the dead wife's parnts as [a] night nurse. The father died only a few days
later. But some of the children were getting better. One girl,
sister of the dying mother, was still very sick and died
bout a month later. I was there several nights but then I
e down with the flu also. The last night I was there I
~ew some of the children started to get hungry so about
~:00 o'clock in the morning, I went out into the open chickn house and found a rooster in a nest. I killed and cleaned
at and had it ready for breakfast the next morning. When
visited there many years later one of the children asked if
I was the one that had fixed that chicken for breakfast for
them.
Well, I was in bed with the flu about a week and had a
temperature up to 104 degrees part of the time, but nothing alarming. I slept on a cot in Rev. Nielsen's front room.
As soon as I was able, I helped with the housework. Mrs.
Nielsen had a badly sprained ankle. After a month or two,
everything was back to normal and school was back in session again.
That spring a bunch of boys came around the house
where I stayed with the children. They threw something
on the roof of the house and tipped over our little outside
house. One night we even heard a shot outside. Sometimes
Rev. Nielsen would walk outside until I got the children to
bed. I believe we were eight. We did not dare to tum on a
light. Sometimes one of the teachers would stay with me.
[t was then decided at the convention to build a better
ouse and get a family there to take care of it and the children.
When I left that year after school, the doctor's daughter
graduated from eighth grade. She had been there since we
first started the boarding house. We also had two of his
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grandchildren for some years. The doctor took me to
Siloam Springs in his auto himself and thanked me for
what I had been and done for his girl. He sent her away to
a girl's school where he had to pay much more for her
schooling. The end.
For an account of the founding of the Danish Lutheran Church
Association's mission to the Cherokee in 1892, see: John Mark
Nielsen. "Our Mission to the Indians," The Bridge. Vol. 6, No.
2 (1983), pp. 5-17.
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Nels C Nelson
Danish-American Archaeologist
by KATHLEEN NIELSEN CARLSON

There have been many Scandinavian immigrants who
have left their hearts in the great American Southwest.
Nels Christian Nelson, a Danish-American pioneer whom
the Curator of the American Museum of Natural History
chose "as one of the eight characters who shaped American
archaeology" 1 was one of them. What captivated this
impoverished Danish teen-ager in the United States and
finally in the arid high deserts of New Mexico? ·Perhaps a
review of Mr. Nelson's life will paint a clearer picture of
this adventuresome, intelligent Danish-American.
One Emigrant's Saga

Rail service had recently been extended to the ancient
walled city of Fredericia, Denmark (1866), and ferry service to Strib (1872)2 had been newly added when Soren
and Anne Kirstine Larsdatter Nelson3 began their family.
The chilly Jutland spring had just begun on April 9, 1875,
when Nels Christian was born to this indigent farm couple
living just outside the city. 4 Little is known about the family's background or Nels' childhood, except that life
became increasingly desperate as months and years went
by, and sibling after sibling arrived in the thatched-roof
hut. Being the eldest, Nels was bound out to a neighboring
farmer at a young age. Because schooling was mandatory,
-47-

Nels C. Nelsen excavating in Galisteo ruins, New Mexico- Ca. 1911
Photo by Jesse L. Nusbaum
Courtesy Museum of New Mexico
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Nels attended, but his attendance was minimal. The few
months he sat on the school bench were enough, however,
to open the world through books, and James Fenimore
Cooper escorted him to the regions of the New World's
Native Americans. 5 A dream of leaving the grinding
poverty and hopelessness of Danish farm-hand society
was born, and the same dream had him venturing forth
into the "wild and woolly" American west. Some of
Nelson's relatives were already there. Perhaps someday
his chance to escape would come.
Nels had just turned 17, in 18926 when a glimmer of
hope shone into the crowded Nelson cottage. An uncle
and aunt needed help on their Minnesota farm ...could
Nels come? There was no question. A steerage ticket was
bought and Nels left his parent's home, never to return.
Hope welled in the young man's heart as he sailed the
seas that his Viking ancestors had plied 1000 years before.
His life seemed ripe with possibilities. As New York
Harbor and Ellis Island swelled on the horizon, Nels
strode to the rail and cast all his old clothing overboard,
signifying his departure with his past. 5 He began his life
anew.
The overland trip to Minnesota, the center of such a vast
country, must have impressed the young man. Scenes from
Cooper's classics now had a setting. Every forest and lake
gave life to Cooper's Mohicans.
Life in Minnesota's "Little Denmark"
Hardship awaited Nels in Minnesota, however. Soon
after his arrival, Danish speaking Nels enrolled in first
grade at the local country school, but his farm work kept
him busy from pre-dawn until late at night, making regular school attendance difficult. Nels knew he needed an
education to create, or even meet, the opportunities this
huge land could offer him. He soon recognized that the
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social structure of the little Danish American settlement
was not much different than the system he had escaped in
Denmark He had been the son of a farm hand at home,
and he was only a hired hand here. Neither station offered
hope of a change in either place. So he studied diligently,
hoping for and planning for the second emigration of his
young life.
After Nelson worked off the passage costs his relatives
had lent him, he left their home and was contracted as a
hired hand for a farmer near Marshall, Minnesota. 5 Here
he could continue a less interrupted education. Nine years
of frigid early mornings, back-breaking chores, and long
cold walks to school were interspersed with scholastic discoveries and titillations. In 1901, at age 26, he graduated
from high school.6
His intellectual prowess and academic aptitude were
well-known in his little Minnesota community. It was
assumed he would study the "learned man's" discipline -the ministry. However, a personal crisis arose when Nels'
natural zest for the study of science began to clash with the
traditional Lutheran teachings of his upbringing and those
of his adopted community. This conflict became more
defined as high school graduation approached and
passed. He finally determined that this dispute could only
be resolved by further study in a more sophisticated
atmosphere, and when the opportunity for free passage to
California (and its wealth of colleges) came his way, he
seized it. He tended livestock in a cattle car for nine days,
and after arriving in California, worked at a number of
odd jobs to establish himself. He then began working
steadily so he could attend Stanford University.
Preparation of a "Renaissance Man"

In 1901, Nels began his studies in the Stanford philosophy department, still attempting to resolve his old person-
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al conflicts between science and theology. However, the
further into the program he progressed, the more he realized his true calling was in science, and after two years of
personal conflict, set a new course in the sciences.
By 1905, Nels began to show interest in both paleontology and archaeology, finally giving expression to the interest engendered by a graphic historical display of "man's
tools" arranged in chronological order, which he had
chanced to visit at the Omaha Exposition of 18987• In 1905
he began. his first field work in the Ellis Landing Shell
Mound on San Francisco Bay's shoreline. The prominent
paleontologist, John C. Merriam, conceived and directed
the project, using the careful stratigraphic technique which
Nels had seen displayed in 1898, and which was just coming into its prime in geology, paleontology and archaeology. Nels's nature fit well into such work, and when, "...in
1906 a graduate-student friend, doubtless S. A. Barrett,
invited him to help in the excavation of a shell-heap... 116
near Ukiah, California, it was as if Nels's vision cleared,
and he saw his exciting future. Traits that had previously
been helpful, but chiefly frustrating, now found a tailored
niche. Nels's natural curiosity, his careful scientific bent,
his penchant for detail and correctness, all seemed made
for archaeology. He had found his passion.
In May, 1907, Nels completed his BL in Philosophy at
University of California, Berkeley, and the following year
his ML in Anthropology8. Throughout his academic career,
Nels had no one but himself to rely on for financial support. During his university career, he would arise at 5:00
AM every morning to work at a local bank, where he did
everything from sweep the floors to deliver the bank's
paperwork7• After completion of his Master's degree in
1908, he was employed as curatorial assistant at the
University of California, Berkeley, Museum of
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Anthropology, but maintained the bank job as well. His
physical ability was put to the test during these years, as
well as his mental, and both were found peerless. He had
learned hard lessons well early in life.

Nels C. Nelson--Professional Museum Curator
Nelson's careful work in his degree programs had
impressed the University of California so much that he
was offered, and accepted, a position as instructor of
anthropology in 1910. This position, and the curatorship
that he held concurrently, lasted until 1912.4
Nels, however, was not content to curate and instruct.
His personality made such sedentary pursuits, although
worthy, less appealing than the more adventuresome
endeavors that the American Museum of Natural History
in New York City offered him in 1912.4 So only months
after his Christmas Day marriage to Ethelyn G. Hobbs6
(Field4), he and his new bride set out for New York City,
where Nels would be Assistant Curator at the museum.
During the following 31 years, the Nelsons worked for the
museum in every comer of the globe, not only collecting
artifacts, but probably what is more important, collecting
carefully gathered supporting data, documenting everything from herbs to fossils.
Early American Museum of Natural History
Expeditions
Almost immediately upon his arrival in New York, the
American Museum of Natural History was commissioned
by Archer H. Huntington of California to send Nelson to
the Rio Grande Valley to survey the drainage between El
Paso, Texas, and Santa Fe, New Mexico, for evidences of
prehistoric occupancy. 4 Repeating this charge to modemday archaeologists always brings a gaped-mouth smirk,
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Nels Nelsen's excavations. San Cristobal ruins near Galisteo, New Mexico
Photo by Sam Hudelson
Courtesy Museum of New Mexico

since this area has one of the most dense evidences of prehistoric use in the United States. Nelson carefully read
Bandelier's work from the area, and even examined
Espejo's accounts of his travels in the area. The new Mrs.
Nelson joined her husband and such other "fathers of
Southwestern archaeology" as Leslie Spier and Earl Morris
for the summer. 4 The survey lasted less than six months,
and once the surveyors saw the abundance of ruins,
Nelson admitted it was "superficial". As the surveyors
neared Santa Fe and the end of their work, the party
entered the Galisteo Basin. "...To the east side of the Rio
Grande, Nelson ... traveled along the Rio Galisteo
and.. .located eight large ruins. The large size of those ruins
impressed Nelson greatly; their proximity and accessibility and the charming village of Galisteo attracted both him
and his wife.2" 4 As he gazed on the thousands of abandoned rooms in those ruins, hope again returned that he
could fulfill one of his goals for the trip: to establish a
chronology for the several types of ruins and numerous
styles of pottery in the Rio Grande region. 9 However, as he
investigated ruin after ruin, he found none of the trash
mounds was undisturbed enough to give a clear vertical
chronology. As the expedition's time drew to a close,
Nelson and his wife recognized the need for further work
in the thousands of ruined rooms before them. They
requested and received permission for further surveying
and excavating the next summer...and the next ...and the
next.
Nelson's Professional Life Is Established
The summer trips to the high deserts south of Santa Fe
became the Nelson's annual quest for clarification and
journey of joy. Finally in the summer of 1914, Nels found a
large, undisturbed portion of one of the largest of the
Galisteo ruins ... San Cristobal.9 Here, he believed, he could
establish the type of chronology he had been seeking. He
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left nothing to chance, painstakingly digging the most
promising portion of the ruin himself. According to Mason
he "dug the 10-foot-deep midden in levels of one foot,
gathering the sherds from each level himself so that there
would be no confusion. He then classified the sherds in
seven types and calculated their frequencies by levels. The
plotted results resembled normal distribution curves and
proved that statistical analysis of data by arbitrary levels
could indicate chronological change just as well as data
from natural strata."6 Thus Nelson began in the United
States, what had been used in geology for a number of
years----exact local sequences of occupation. Little did
Nelson realize that seventy years later, Stuart Peckham,
noted Southwestern archaeologist, would declare,
"Nelson's stratigraphic technique is as common to current
American archaeological excavations as are the trowel and
broom. Today's archaeologist...would be lost without his
excavation... and statistical analysis of potsherds and other
artifacts. His great contribution to archaeological methodology... remains unequaled. 111° Curt Schaafsma, Curator of
Anthropology at the Museum of Indian Arts and Culture
and Laboratory of Anthropology with the Museum of
New Mexico, affirms that "Nelson's work remains the
basis of all other work in the Galisteo Basin. "11 Bertha
Dutton, Southwestern ceramics connoisseur, chimes in,
"...every trained archaeologist working in the Southwest
owes his, or her, stratigraphic knowledge to Nels C.
Nelson."'
By 1916, Nelson and his wife had excavated 1705
rooms in the Galisteo Basin, extracted or documented over
5000 specimens,' and had come to a realization that these
ruins were only a sampling of the wealth of information
and cultural splendor left by the prehistoric peoples of the
Southwest. Nels had not only given life to vertical (depth)
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Mrs. Nels Nelson at their tent at their dig near Santa Fe, New Mexico
Courtesy Museum of New Mexico

stratigraphic technique, but had also verified horizontal
(dispersion) chronologies in the Galisteo basin. The
Nelsons recognized that these prehistoric structures/ ruins
needed desperately to be cared for and protected. Nelson
began using his many prestigious anthropological and
archaeological positions to present papers and to publish
in order to raise this awareness in the consciousness of the
profession in this regard. "Protect the ruins ... the fact which
most strikes the observer of today is the rapidity with
which they are deteriorating. Their preservation would
have been as sound a commercial investment as the beautification of Paris... the day is surely coming when we shall
recognize ourselves as in some measure indebted to him
[American Indian]. In that day the Indian's past culture
will have become our heritage and we shall regret having
ruthlessly destroyed all concrete evidence of it. "12
Nelson also broke from the former school of "museum
anthropology" where the amassing of great collections of
prehistoric artifacts for museums was the end. Since he
traced his fascination with archaeology to a public exhibition, be "strongly believed that the message of archaeology
should be brought to the public in the form of books, popular magazines, articles, and, most of all, interpretive displays of archaeological materials." 5.He began to emphasize
what could be learned about the nature of the creators of
the structures/ artifacts, and became a strong force in interpretive archaeology. No longer would crowds merely gape
over the numbers of the finds, they would know more
about the creative genius of prehistoric peoples, and how
they adapted to their environment. He also predicted and
expected that his work would contribute to the "elucidation of Pueblo history" .13 His primary publication in the
American Museum of Natural History's papers in 1914
were followed with updates and new finds every year
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Dr. & Mrs. Nels Nelson November camp at Arroya Honda, New Mexico- Ca. 1917
Courtesy Museum of New Mexico
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until about 1920. This essentially brought a close to his
publications about the Southwest. By that time, the
Nelsons had seen nearly every known archaeological ruin
in the state of New Mexico, from Taos to Talpa to Chaco
Canyon to El Paso. His career had been established, and
even though he would travel as far as Mongolia, the
Southwest had become his "home away from home".
Further Adventures with the American Museum of
Natural History
David Hurst Thomas, present Curator in the Department of Anthropology at the American Museum of
Natural History, described a 1925 trip to China, the first of
two, the Nelsons took as a Museum assignment. Nelson
headed a scientific team to collect every sort of material
information possible on a trip that took them "throughout
mainland China and up 400 miles of the Yangtze River in
a Chinese junk."5 Nelson's strong physical and emotional
constitution, his self-confidence, his curiosity and adaptability (in this case, a quick-witted sense of humor) on this
trip could have been left unnoticed, except for Douglas J.
Preston's following documentation, dug out of the
Museum's attic: "The expedition archeologist, Nels C.
Nelson, had a glass eye. At one point the company was
surrounded by hostile and well-armed Mongols. Nelson,
the story goes, removed his glass eye and showed it to the
natives, who fled in consternation and terror. "14
Between 1933 and 1935, Nelson investigated finds being
excavated at the University of Alaska. His previous work
with coastal remains, especially shell mounds, was helpful
in this research.
A personal side of the Nelsons was collected from
Bertha P. Dutton, 4 a pioneer southwestern archaeologist in
her own right. Dutton had moved to Santa Fe in 1938, and
spent her "avocational" time investigating the Galisteo
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ruins which had been left "untouched by field archaeologists" since Nelson's work in the late teens. She was attracted to these ruins, and spent much time there, until she was
accepted for Ph.D. work at Columbia University in 1945
and 1946. Dutton spent much research time at the
American Museum of Natural History. "There," she says, "I
became well acquainted with Nelson ... the Nelsons had
welcomed this gal from their beloved Southwest into their
home; both Mr. Nelson and his wife were delighted to hear
what I could tell of the developments in the four comers
area. They were happy to learn of my interest in the
Galisteo Basin--where they had spent their honeymoon in
camp tents and rock shelters. "4 In 1947, after completion of
her degree, Dutton initiated a "program of archaeological
mobile camps in cooperation with the national Girl Scout
organization", 15 and much of their work was executed in
the lovely Galisteo Basin.
Retirement and After
At age 68, in 1943, Nelson decided to retire from the
American Museum of Natural History. 10 Even though he
retired, and the vision in his one good eye continued to
diminish, he continued to visit his office regularly, to read,
to consult, or do research, as Dutton's narrative affirms.
Colleagues declared that even with age, Nelson's mind
was alert and wide-ranging as ever, continuing to evidence the curiosity and sharp intellect that had made his
career in the new land so successful. "Quiet and reserved,
but with a dry sense of humor, he was universally liked
and respected. His curious, inquiring mind was ever eager
for new information on almost any subject, which, however, had to satisfy a logical testing."6 By 1953 Nelson had
published at least 92 articles, giving his profession the benefit of a substantial amount of his archaeological expertise.
Travel eventually became hazardous, and reading difficult and he stayed in his apartment more and more. His
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wife of many years passed away, and Nelson spent several years alone. Finally on March 5, 1964, a month short of
his 89th birthday, Nelson passed away at Lynwood
Nursing Home in New York City.4 Mason recalled, "He left
no close relatives to mourn him, but those who knew him
will remember him with great affection."6 His long-time
friend, D.R. Barton gave Nels one of the highest compliments when he remembered Nelson by saying: "The most
wonderful thing about him, I think, is that he knows when
to talk and when to keep quiet, and that is an art few people ever learn. "7
Conclusion
Nels Nelson was one of millions of Danish immigrants
who, throughout history, had landed on the shores of a
strange new land, determined to make a new life for himself.

He had been born in a country about to undergo significant social changes. Perhaps Nelson could have risen to
a status in Denmark equal to the level he attained in the
United States, but Nelson could not foresee the changes
about to overtake his homeland, and being an ambitious,
curious person, he forged a future in the most opportune
place known to him at the time----the United States.
At the same time, even though Nelson left Denmark,
many Danish traits, instilled at an early age, would not be
acculturated out during his life in the United States. His
strong work ethic, "penchant to be accurate 1116 (especially
important and helpful in his natural interest----science),
good sense of humor, adaptability under adversity, and
vision for the future were attributes he brought with him
to adulthood. His strong physical constitution enabled
him to utilize these characteristics and forge a place for
himself in the Southwestern American archaeological
world, and indeed in the history of world archaeology.
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The Building of Immanuel Lutheran
Church in Kimballton, Iowa
by JEANETTE LILLEHOJ

INTRODUCTION
Coming into the small Iowa town of Kimballton from
any direction, the spire of Immanuel Lutheran Church,
which stands on a high point in the town, is clearly visible.
The early Danish immigrants who built this church
intended the church spire to be a beacon to those entering
the town. The centennial of Immanuel Lutheran Church
will be celebrated in 1997. To those Danish immigrants
who were responsible for building this church, this article
is dedicated.
Background
When Danish immigrants came to the U.S. in the later
half of the 19th century, they brought their religious beliefs
with them. Their religious organizations included mainly
Adventists, Baptists, Lutherans, Methodists, and
Mormons. The largest number of Danish immigrants
belonged to the Lutheran church, which was the state
church of Denmark. 1
In 1869 the Danish government established a
Commission to Further the Preaching of the Gospel among
Danes in North America. Two important steps were taken
after this commission was established that affected the
Danish Lutheran immigrants in the U.S. One step was the
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establishment of the Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church
in America in 1874. The other was that Lutheran pastors
were sent to minister to the religious needs of immigrant
congregations in the U.S.2
Because the Danish Lutheran immigrants and the
Danish Lutheran pastors in the U.S. had brought with
them deeply held religious beliefs, a conflict among
Lutherans in Denmark was brought to the U.S. The Danish
Lutherans in the U.S. were divided into two factions: the
Gruntvigians who followed the teachings of N.F.S.
Gruntvig and the Inner Mission group. Among the
Gruntvigians the importance of the Apostle's Creed and
the sacraments were uppermost. Among the Inner Mission
group repentance and the development of a personal faith
were important. Personal activities such as renouncing
drinking, dancing, gambling, and Sunday labor were
stressed. There was a sharp contrast between the religious
beliefs and activities of the Gruntvigians and the Inner
Mission Lutherans. Another difference between the two
groups focused on their attitude concerning assimilation
into the American scene. The Inner Mission Group was
interested in proselytizing their religion so they were for
rapid assimilation. The Gruntvigians sought to retain their
Danish customs and language as long as possible. 3 These
conflicts were evident among the Lutherans in SW Iowa in
the later half of the 19th century.
Four Lutheran churches had been established by the
Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in America in
Southeast Shelby county and Southwest Audubon county
during the last half of the 1800s. In Shelby county the Elk
Horn congregation had built a church in 1882, and a
Lutheran church was built at Bowman's Grove in northwest Jackson township in 1877. In Audubon county a
Lutheran church in Oakfield township was built in 1885
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which was known as the Oak Hill Lutheran Church. In
1890, the Bethany Evangelical Danish Lutheran Church
which was a mission church founded by members of the
Elk Hom Lutheran Church was built in Sharon township.
During this time the Kimballton Lutherans who lived in
Sharon township went either to the Elk Hom or the
Bethany church.
In 1893, the members of the Danish Evangelical
Lutheran Church in America decided that a new constitution should be signed. Conflict over this constitution,
which concerned theological matters, resulted in many
members deciding not to sign the constitution. Then, in
1894, a schism, or split, throughout the U.S. among the
members of this Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in
America occurred and two Lutheran synods were formed.
Locally, this resulted in some members of the Elk Hom
Lutheran Church and some from the Bethany Lutheran
Church forming a new congregation in Kimballton!
Of the two new synods which were formed one became
the United Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church. Elk
Hom, Bethany and Jacksonville belonged to this group.
These Lutherans were aligned with the Inner Mission
group in Denmark. They are sometimes called the "Holy
Danes." The other synod was the American Evangelical
-Lutheran Church to which Oak Hill and Kimballton
belonged. These Lutherans were aligned with the
Gruntvigians in Denmark. They are sometimes referred to
as the "Happy Danes."
Beginnings
The town of Kimballton in Audubon county was platted in 1882 by Danish immigrants. The 1900 plat map of
Audubon County tells us that four men who owned land
in the immediate Kimballton area were Hans Jorgensen,
Lars N. Larsen, Jens Larsen, and Erik Simonsen. Three of
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these men are also among those we find as being instrumental in the early Kimballton Lutheran church. Erik
Simonsen, Lars Larsen, and Jens Larsen are among those
who were the original 32 who decided to organize the
Kimballton Lutheran church. 5
The new Kimballton congregation flourished with religious life. Rev V. S. Jensen, who was a young man at the
time, has said, "The times of strife were times of life; for
these people were striving for what they held dear." Not
only was it the synod called the Danish Evangelical
Lutheran Church in America, to which they wanted to
remain faithful, it was also what that church stood for: a
sound folk-life, a Christian life, growing out of the birth of
water and the Spirit with the Covenant Word in baptism in
which the new man could live and move and have his
being. Dr. Soe, when he was comparing the two groups
and their respective attitudes toward getting into heaven,
is to have said that we (the Kimballton Lutherans) feel that
a smile now and then might help. 6
The new Kimballton Lutheran church membership
began their organized meetings in Peter Lykke' s and
Christen Christensen's groves and in various members
homes when they had no visiting ministers. There were
members such as Dr. Soe or Niels Brons who led services
with inspirational talks. When they had a visiting minister
they met in the Bethany church on Sunday aftemoons.7
In 1896, the Kimballton congregation contacted Danish
church authorities about a permanent pastor. C. C.
Sorensen was suggested and a call was sent to him in
Denmark He accepted and started his preaching in the Elk
Hom Folk High School. In 1895 the Kimballton people
bought the Jens Larsen house in the south part of
Kimballton for a parsonage. They also bought land beside
the house to build a meeting house to use temporarily for
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church services and other church functions. 8
After about five years in Kimballton, Sorensen moved
to Looking Glass, Nebraska, and from there he went back
to Denmark where he had received a call to be a pastor.
When Sorensen left Kimballton the congregation was
again without a pastor and during this time they again
were served by visiting pastors. One who they especially
liked was Rev. A. T. Dorf, but he also returned to
Denmark.9
Building
In the early 1900s the congregation members were talking about building a permanent church. A committee was
formed to look into this possibility and then to start raising money. Jens Larsen and Thorvald Jensen were to
approach members to see if there was interest in building
a new church. 10
Early in 1902 $2,000 had been raised. The goal was
$4,000 for which the congregation thought they could
build a church. Also in 1902 the congregation decided to
call Rev. Jens M. Gregersen who was the pastor at the West
Denmark, W1SConsin, congregation. He was known to the
Kimballton people because he had been a teacher at the
Elk Horn Folk High School and his wife was Sofie Madsen,
daughter of the local Christen Madsen. Gregersen accepted the call and came to Kimballton. While Gregersen was
at West Denmark a new church had been built there. His
experience in helping to get the West Denmark church
built was used to advantage in Kimballton in the next few
years. 11
But disaster struck in the summer of 1903. On July 20th
a hailstorm destroyed all the areas emerging crops. Every
local farmer was affected by this hail storm and the devastation would seem to have halted any immediate plans to
build a church. Rev. Jens Jorgensen, who was minister in
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Kimballton from 1909-1932, stated the following: Peter
Lykke, who was the congregation's secretary, was talking
to Hans Madsen, the postmaster and a general store manager of Kimballton. He was wondering about the possibility of proceeding with the church building plans now that
a hail storm had been so hard on the area. Madsen then
offered to contribute $500 toward the new church building.12 This generous gift was enough to keep the momentum for the new church going. So building plans for a new
church went ahead on schedule.
Now the serious business of building a new church was
undertaken. At the end of August, 1903, a committee to
take care of the new building was chosen. 13 In 1898, Anders
Jensen had completed a contract to build a church in
northeast Oakfield Township with the help of his brother,
Thorvald. This Lutheran Church was known as St. John
and also belonged to the AELCA.
Early in September, 1903, the Lutheran congregation in
Kimballton met to make further plans for building a new
church. They now had about $4300 subscribed with a goal
of $5000.14 By September 16, the $5000 subscription had
been reached. The building committee met to arrange for
the hauling of brick and to locate the site where the church
was to be built. 15 At an October, 1903 meeting, the
Kimballton congregation met to decide where the church
should be located. Two sites had been suggested by the
committee. One was close to the old church and the parsonage in the south part of town on land owned by Jens T.
Larsen. The other was on a vacant lot in the northwest part
of town on land owned by Hans Jorgensen. 16 At a later
October meeting the congregation voted on the location
for the church. The Hans Jorgensen site in the northwest
part of town received the maiority of the votes, 24. The
Jens Larsen site had received 6 votes. 11 The selected spot
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was on the highest point of the hill just northwest of the
stores, which was described "... as a remarkable place for
such an edifice as its view will be discemable for miles in
any direction." 18 lt was a large area with plenty of space for
the new church.
The building of the new church began in the fall of 1903
after Niels Bennedsen was awarded the contract for the
masonrywork late in October. The Audubon County surveyor had been to Kimballton to survey the site. 19 On
November 5 Rev. Gregersen had to go to Des Moines to
find out "... what had happened to the bricks for the
church."20 By November 12 the foundation for the church
had begun. There must have been much excitement
among the members of the Kimballton congregation as
their new church was begun. When the weather became
colder as winter came on, Bennedsen had to put off his
work until the next spring. During the winter in January,
1904, Rev. Gregersen went to West Denmark to meet with
that church s architect, Hans Nielsen.21 He had developed
the plans and specifications of the West Denmark church
after which the Kimballton church was to be built. The
Kimballton congregation planned to purchase materials
and haul them before the roads would break up in the
spring.
With the coming of spring, construction of the church
began. In March the committee for the building of the new
church met to award the building contracts. 22 By April,
building construction was underway and at the end of the
month the jobs of painting and plastering the church were
to be let. 23
The cornerstone for the new church was placed on
Sunday, May 1, 1904, after a service in the old church in the
south part of town. Then the congregation gathered at the
new location. They rejoiced with a short service of singing
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and remarks by Rev. Gregersen. The cornerstone was
placed in the SW comer of the church basement wall. It
had been inscribed by Martin Esbeck. It contained a box
holding the Congregation's and the synod's constitutions,
a list of the charter members, and copies of three Danish
language periodicals, Dannevirke, B0mevennen, and
Kirkrlig Samler, which had served to strengthen local
church life. 24
Early in May, Peter Wieff was working on the church
basement and by the end of May the foundation was finished. 2.5 Now carpenters were busy with their construction
work. Late in June Dick Powers of Brayton came to begin
work lathing the new church. 26 In the middle of July the
steeple was going up on the church. Also, later in July
George Henningsen was plastering the church. 27 On
August 4, the bell for the church had arrived and was
"... swung up in the belfry, but it is not ready to send out its
sweet chimes to call people to worship. It is a ponderous
thing, weighing a thousand pounds without any of its fixings and ought to be heard a long distance. 1128 The decision
had been made that the church bell would be rung in the
morning and evening each day. The Danish Ladies Aid
had purchased the bell for the church. In the middle of
August Jens Rasmussen of West Denmark and Mr.
Christensen, both carpenters, had come to do finishing
carpenter work on the church. 29 Besides giving financially
toward the new church, many of the congregation members donated time and labor toward the church construction. Christian Marcussen had proudly brought in the first
load of bricks. Jorgen Hartvigsen donated time, money,
and labor and hauled lumber to the site. Niels Bennedsen
and Anders Jensen helped put the cross on the steeple.
Jorgen Petersen brought lumber from Atlantic for the
church. 30 Rev. Gregersen was also active in the physical
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aspect of the building construction.
Lacking a volunteer to go to put the lightning rod on
the steeple, he volunteered. When he had climbed to the
location to place it, one of the members standing on the
ground called up to him, Well now, maybe that's as dose
as you will ever get to Heaven. Gregersen called down to
him, "Say, I could use a little help up here. How about
coming up and helping? The gentleman on the ground
pretended not to hear. 31 Undoubtedly many other congregation members were actively involved in the building of
Immanuel Lutheran Church.
In the early fall of 1904 the new church in Kimballton
was finished. On September 24 the church was dedicated.
Imagine the pride these early Kimballton area people must
have felt to have achieved such an accomplishment.
The following is an article published in the September
29, 1904 Audubon County Journal.
"New Church Dedicated Last Sunday. One of the
Largest Crowds Ever Assembled in Town.
"Kimballton's new church is completed and last
Sunday the dedication assemblage was the largest
ever seen in this section of the country. Fully 1500
people were present in the afternoon. The people
had made arrangements to feed everyone that
came and the tables were prepared to seat 200 people and by actual count 1000 people were served
besides lots took lunches out through the windows. Those who made the preparations to feed
the people are truly to be congratulated. Their
tables were nicely arranged in white clothes and
with paper napkins at each place, making them to
show off nicely and the waiting service was excellent and quick.
"The church was beautifully decorated by the com-73-

mittee appointed by the pastor, with potted plants
and cut flowers. Everything was ready for the service. The church was all paid for and nothing but a
few free will offerings were made to bear expenes.
Rev. P. Kjolhede of Newell was the ordainer and
R. Nielsen was duly ordained and Rev. Kjolhede
delivered the dedicatory sermon. Rev. Johanus
Nordentorft of Copenhagen, Denmark, was the
principal orator of the day. He is a man of pleasing
address and powerful voice and gave a fine
sermon. Rev. Jersild of Elk Hom spoke to the
young people in the evening in his usual strong
and pleasant way and told them many wholesome
truths. Rev. Benedict Nordentorft, Chancellor of
the Grand View college in Des Moines also spoke
to the young people in the evening. Rev. Rodholm
of Fredsville also spoke Sunday afternoon. Rev. B.
Johansen of the Bethania church spoke Monday to
a large crowd.
Others present were Rev. Skougaard of Latimer,
Iowa, Rev. L. R. Hansen of Davey, Nebraska, Rev.
V. S. Jensen, Oak Hill, and of cou:i:se, Rev.
Gregersen who was the main spoke in the wheel.
Much credit is due to his indefatigable and tireless
industry, tact, and common sense in being able to
have this splendid edifice that not only
Kimballton, but all the community may well be
proud. A letter of congratulations was read from
Rev. Sorensen of Denmark.
The church is a beautiful edifice costing over
$7000. It is 28 by 60 with a basement nicely furnished and completed. The furniture for the
church is of the best material and is all that any
people can well be proud. It will be a day long
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remembered by the community."
The old church in the southern part of town was now
used as a forsamlingshus . In 1906 a horse barn for 48 horses was built on the northeast comer of the church property. Later Rev. Jorgensen remarked that the horse barn really was unnecessary because soon people were driving cars
which made horse carriages obsolete. 32 As the years went
by families were building houses in Kimballton and farmers were moving into the area which helped increase
church membership.
In 1907 the congregation hosted the annual synodical
convention. That year Rev. Gregersen was asked by the
convention to go to Grand View College in Des Moines as
a teacher, but he turned down the offer. In 1908 he had had
a heart attack and a trip to Denmark was a form of rest and
relaxation. Then in 1909 Gregersen left the Kimballton congregation for Cedar Falls and Rev. Jens Jorgensen came to
Kimballton to be pastor. He was Immanuel Lutheran pastor until 1932 and during these years the congregation continued to grow and flourish. 33
In 1918 a notable event occurred. On May 23 Governor
Harding of Iowa proclaimed that all church services in the
state should be performed in the English language. This
proclamation directly affected the Kimballton congregation where religious services were performed in Danish.
So then on June 2 the congregation gathered in the parsonage for a Danish service. The following Sunday the
congregation was back in the church and the Danish service was held unhindered. 34 Thereafter, Danish services
were held regularly every Sunday. Danish language services were held at Immanuel Lutheran Church until the
early 1960s when a pastor was hired who could not speak
Danish. The English language had been used more and
more until at the time when the Danish was discontinued,
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there was only one Danish service held per month.
Their children's education has always been important
to the women of Immanuel Lutheran congregation. Earlier
in 1879 before the schism, Miss Johanne Ebbesen, who
became Mrs. Hans Madsen, had a children's school in the
Elk Hom High School. In 1880, a building was built for
Danish school purposes in Kimballton. In 1891, a school
house was built on the ridge east of town and a school was
started there. Out north a school was built by Anders
Jensen on the George L. Jorgensen farm. In 1895 the congregational women formed an organization for the purpose of supporting these three children's schools. For some
years a teacher was hired to teach from June 1st until
December 1st serving two months each place. The instruction in each of these schools was in Danish. In 1917 a
school was held in the northwest by Einer Rasmussen's
place. It is not clear when the time of these schools was
changed so that it did not interfere with the regularly held
English schools. When this happened the Danish schools
were held in the summer. Around 1925 the last of these
rural schools was held. From then on the Danish summer
schools were held in the church basement and gym hall.
One of the rural school houses was moved to town and
added to the gym hall building. 35
The first organ was purchased for the church late in
1915. Emma Hansen was asked by Rev. Jorgensen to be the
organist and this she did for the first time on Christmas
Eve, 1915. There were some in the congregation who were
not too sure about having an organ accompany their
singing but slowly they accepted it. Mrs. Hansen wrote
that at first she played to follow the singing, but that didn't work because it all just got slower and slower. She said
that the singing was more like funeral hymns than
Christmas Eve music. The solution was to ask Soren
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Sorensen, who was a watchmaker in town, to lead the congregational singing. In time a choir was added and musical programs were presented in the church. 36
Two important organizations in the early church life
were the Danish Ladies Aid, Kvindeforening, and the
Young People's Society (Ungdomsforening)(YPS). The
Danish Ladies Aid was organized January 6, 1895 to support the Danish Children's School. They met the first
Thursday of every month and elected officers at each first
yearly meeting. Sara Jorgensen and Hanna Lykke were the
first officers and there were 47 members at the beginning.
Two thirds of the membership dues went to support the
Children's School. 37
Besides the Children's School they also helped with
other congregational needs such as providing the church
bell and a safe to hold church record books. They contributed to Grand View College, the Santai Mission, and
the Andrea Frank Seamans Mission. To support these projects they needed more than the two thirds from membership dues. B0rnefests held at various farmsteads, basket
parties, bazaars, and the annual Danish plays provided
much needed funds. The fellowship shared at their meetings with Danish songs, and Danish readings and/ or lectures from the minister were an inspiration to all the members. 38
In 1916 a Women's Missionary Society was started
which was part of the larger synodical DKM (Danske
Kvindens Missionsfond). 39
In 1901 the YPS was organized in Kimballton, the same
year the synodical Dansk Sammensluttet Ungdom was
begun in this area. Earlier the young people had an organization called the Gymnastic Club. Now in 1901,the local
group took the name Baldur, from a god of Norse mythology. They met every other week in member's homes and
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the first officers were Thorvald Jensen, Johnny Larsen, and
Niels Bennedsen. Their meetings consisted of singing and
inspiratipnal messages which were often delivered by out
of town speakers from Grand View College. The members
looked forward to and participated in organizational conventions which were highlighted by gymnastic competition where all local organizations had sent teams. Winning
gymnastic competition three years in a row entitled the
team to a banner which they were allowed to keep. The
Kimballton YPS did get such a banner. 40
Events sponsored by the Kimballton YPS annually were
a Christmas dance, the goose supper attended by many
local people, and Fastelavnsgilde at the beginning of Lent.
The Danish plays were staged by the YPS at the turn of the
century, but taken over later by the Ladies Aid. Folk dancing groups were orga~ed through the YPS.41
Conclusion
Today the Immanuel Lutheran Church still stands on a
hill in the northwest part of Kimballton and it is still a beacon to all who come to this small Iowa town. An educational wing has been added to the north but the original
building is still the same. This legacy from the Danish
immigrants enriches the lives of their many descendants
who carry on Danish traditions today. As we go on and
enter the second 100 years in this church, we will carry
along this gift which was so generously given to us.
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Purpose
To publish a historical journal, The Bridge, and a Newsletter.
To promote an interest and encourage research in the life, culture, and
history of Danish Americans.
To serve as an agency for the publication of studies of Danish American
history.
To provide a means of communicating with and informing people interested in the activities of Danish Americans.
To encourage and assist with conferences, meetings and endeavors to
stimulate interest in Danish culture, heritage and language.
To solicit, acquire and receive monies and other properties, both real and
personal, and to hold, administer and expend such for the purposes of
the Society and to perform any and all acts necessary to accomplish the
objectives and purposes of the Society.

